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Symbols of shared Britishness are less important in sustaining
the union than economic and political factors
The Referendum on Scottish Independence in September 2014 provides a valuable context for studying territorial
identities in the UK. In the United Kingdom, comparing the diversity of ‘national’ experiences helps us to
understand the salience of national symbols. David McCrone and Frank Bechhofer show that although these
symbols are important, they will bear less on the outcome of the forthcoming vote than will economic and political
factors.
Symbols such as flags help to ‘personalise’ the nation, to connect the institutional to the everyday. Objects serving
as symbols acquire a unique prestige. As Emile Durkheim observed: ‘a rag of cloth becomes invested with
sanctity and a tiny piece of paper can become a very precious thing’. Symbols like flags and anthems were
deliberately created to evoke national identification in the 19th century, but there are other important cultural
symbols: music and the arts, sport, landscape or countryside, language, as well as what are deemed ‘national’
values.
Because there are considerable differences between English and Scottish cultures resulting from their histories
and the differing legal, educational, political and religious systems and institutions, one would expect differences in
the importance attributed to various symbols of English and Scottish culture.
We might also expect that an individual’s sense of their own national identity will affect this process of identifying
particular symbols of the nation and state, and that Scots take a more ‘political’ and a less ‘cultural’ view of such
cultural symbols than the English do of theirs.
Respondents to the 2006 British and Scottish Social Attitudes surveys were asked to select from a list of symbols
which ones they thought most important to British culture on the one hand, and English/Scottish culture on the
other. We were asking respondents what they saw as being the important symbols of these cultures, and not
whether they identified with or approved of them. The tables give the percentage of respondents mentioning the
item as first or second choices; those in brackets are the ranking within the column.
Table 1: Symbols of British Culture among English and Scots
We find that the English and the Scots agree broadly on the ranking of the symbols of British culture. A
constitutional symbol, democracy, is the most popular symbol in both countries and the other, the monarchy, ranks
second in England and third in Scotland. The least chosen symbols are those of conventional cultural iconography
(the anthem, sport and the flag).
A similar table for national symbols shows:
Table 2:  National Symbols in England and Scotland
What is striking is that language as the dominant symbol is mentioned by two-thirds of English respondents.  The
Scots place ‘landscape’ at the top of their choices, followed on an equal par by ‘music and the arts’ and ‘sense of
equality’. The national flag (the Saltire), and Scots or Gaelic language are broadly equal, and sporting
achievements are, as in England, the least important. Language, in this case, Gaelic or Scots, is mentioned by
three in every ten Scottish respondents. Even when we exclude ‘language’ from the English and Scottish lists, we
find the Scots placing greater emphasis than the English on ‘cultural’ features such as countryside/landscape,
music and the arts.
Perhaps surprisingly, people’s own sense of identity, British, English or Scottish, has little effect on the rankings of
either British or national symbols. In both countries state identity –being British – has very little systematic effect
on how respondents rate ‘British’ symbols. People do not have to think of themselves as ‘British’ to rate ‘British’
symbols in a broadly similar way. Although those who are ‘only or mainly English’ tend to choose the (English) flag
and people who say they are only or mainly British are more likely to choose English music and arts, there is
considerable consensus among the English about the importance to English culture of the various symbols
regardless of national identity.
It might seem ‘obvious’ to think that English and Scottish people would differ in the way they rank state and
national symbols, and especially that national identity would be an important discriminator. Some politicians, for
example, believe that emphasising British symbols will halt or reverse what they see as the decline in ‘Britishness’
and in turn strengthen the British state. This seems misguided given that the importance both the English and the
Scots attach to symbols of British culture is not associated with their own self-identification. Even more striking is
that our data show that both national and state symbols are mainly judged independently of respondents’ own
national identity.
We might expect the English to take a ‘cultural’ view of being English, whereas the Scots are more ‘political’, given
constitutional developments. We devised a 7-point scale running between 1 – ‘cultural’ and 7 – ‘political’. While
the mean scores for both the English and the Scots are on the cultural side of the mid-point (4.0), the English
distribution is skewed towards the political end with a mean of 3.54 compared with 3.17 in Scotland. In other
words, the Scots are less ‘political’ than the English, although the similarities far outweigh the differences between
them.
Both the Scots and the English have no difficulty assessing British symbolism and they do it in similar ways.
‘Britain’ remains an important and meaningful frame of reference. Although more and more people in England and
Scotland do not define their national identity primarily as British, being British does have content and meaning in
terms of important symbols of British culture which are widely and normatively held. Furthermore, in both
countries it takes an institutional and constitutional form: the institutions of democracy and a (constitutional)
monarchy together with a sense of fair play, rather than a narrowly ‘cultural’ form, associated with orthodox icons
of flag and anthem.
What are the implications of our findings for the constitutional future of the British state? On the one hand, even if
people do not think of themselves as ‘British’ in any strong sense, they are still able to identify shared and
important symbols of British culture. Agreement on the symbolic meaning of Britishness, however, far from
indicating that the idea of being British is fairly secure, only points to the strength of the concept rather than an
attachment to the reality of the British state. Such symbols are almost certainly less important in sustaining the
British state than broader economic and political factors. This view is strengthened both because there is
dissociation between people’s own sense of national identity and what they see as the important British symbols,
and because they are seen rather more in cultural rather than political terms.
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